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The advent of nuclear weapons was a major discontinuity in the affairs of humankind. These 

weapons were so disproportionately destructive that they did not fit our frames of reference in 

respect of the costs of war, the losses we were prepared to endure and to inflict in defence of 

the things we valued. Nuclear weapons were, in effect, powerful beyond purpose. Total war 

in the industrial age had produced ever more sobering outcomes, culminating in the carnage 

of WW1 and WW2. But the costs were not clearly foreseeable. The course of a war, and its 

length, depended on many variables, most of which could be estimated favourably by all 

contestants. The prohibitive scale of the costs only became apparent when it was too late to 

avoid paying them. Nuclear weapons changed all of this. Not only did the destructive 

capacity of war escalate immeasurably beyond all previous experience, that destructive 

capacity was swift, certain and deliverable essentially without effort.  Herein lies the essence 

of the awful dilemma posed by nuclear weapons: they exist and generate great caution but at 

the risk of exacting costs that we suspect will be unendurable. 

 

As we know, we have endeavoured to expand our frames of reference to accommodate them: 

to build, deploy and manipulate nuclear arsenals in a rationale manner to achieve traditional 

objectives like advantage, influence, restraint and defence.  Manipulating nuclear forces to 

achieve political objectives requires nuclear capabilities and generating perceptions of a 

willingness to use them. Capabilities have never been the problem. Sustaining some 

credibility on use, however, has tested generations of strategists and political leaders. To our 

collective credit, we might infer from the absence of nuclear war, that we have not succeeded 

in „normalising‟ these weapons.  Despite demonstrating the technological capacity to build 

weapons of all sizes, delivered in all possible ways and in all the available environments, plus 

doctrines of ever greater subtlety and sophistication to guide the when and how of their use, 

the sense of dread of what lay beyond the nuclear threshold has always prevailed. We have 

now sustained the non-use of nuclear weapons for 68 years, long enough for people to speak 

of a „taboo‟ that should be valued in and of itself, and be protected at all costs.  

 

This endeavour to normalise nuclear weapons involved risks that most of us still seem to be 

only dimly aware of.  We are learning retrospectively that these risks may have been more 

frequent and more acute than the still patchy public record seems to suggest. There was 

always the irreducible risk that a major nuclear exchange could have been triggered by the 

accidental or unauthorised use of a nuclear weapon, so-called catalytic nuclear war. Even 

setting this aside, we are now beginning to understand that even in times commonly assessed 
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as characterised by stable and robust deterrence, there were acute anxieties fuelled by gross 

misperceptions of intent.  Military activities and political commentary that one side regarded 

as routine and unremarkable were in fact fuelling assessments of imminent war on the other 

side. At other times, we worked our way successfully through political crises involving states 

with nuclear weapons but later discovered gaps in the intelligence available to decision 

makers at the time that could have spelt disaster. Additionally, the risks stemming from the 

existence of nuclear weapons - and, therefore, inescapably, their possible acquisition by non-

state actors – have been further sharpened by the characteristics of contemporary 

international terrorism 

 

We should also acknowledge that this fortunate outcome cannot be accounted for entirely by 

caution, intelligence and diligence or any other combination of human virtues. We have also 

simply been lucky. And as an intelligent species we should conclude that, where we have a 

choice, chance should play no part in whether our species continues to flourish.  If mistakes 

can be made we will make them. Nothing can change that. But we can get back to a point 

where we can afford to make all the mistakes that we could, and probably will, make. 

Retaining nuclear arsenals means consciously accepting a risk that demands the impossible of 

us, namely, restraint and deterrence that will be infallible in perpetuity. 

 

We cannot take solace in the fact that the obscenely large nuclear arsenals of the Cold War, 

the instantly available capability to actually put at risk the capacity of planet earth to sustain 

life, is an obsolete worry. It may be hard to imagine the geopolitical transformations that 

could trigger another round of intense nuclear competition amongst wealthy major powers. 

But it is not something that can be dismissed as fanciful. Indeed, we may be witnessing the 

genesis of one or more such competitions. Even if it is something that many people would 

find hard to take very seriously, there is the further reality that all nuclear arsenals can inflict 

destruction of a singularly absolute and irreversible character. How much (or how little) of 

this is worth having, especially when we must accept that having some generates continuous 

pressures for more, both more weapons in states that already them and more states seeking to 

join the nuclear club?  

 

We have actually done better than most people expected on the nuclear proliferation front, 

but we know that it is going to get even harder to sustain this record. We have to deal with 

the fact that nuclear weapons still command great respect. The other so-called weapons of 
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mass destruction – biological and chemical weapons – are now comprehensively banned. 

These are worrisome capabilities – apart from the incalculable risk of non-state actor interest 

in these capabilities, incomplete adherence to and uncertain compliance with these bans may 

always be with us - but the bans have been achieved because they were universally regarded 

as odious. Professional militaries did not like their unpredictability. Governments were aware 

that no status or prestige attached to possession of them. To the contrary, no government has 

trumpeted possession of these weapons or unveiled the capability with a test of some kind to 

capitalise on its political significance. The bomb, on the other hand, commands great respect, 

both in military circles and more widely as an indicator of technological, industrial and 

organisational prowess. One has to lurk in dark corners with chemical and biological 

weapons, but the Bomb has escaped the odium that surrounds these weapons. Despite the fact 

that the Bomb is in grievous  breach of both the main principles of international law 

concerning armed conflict – discrimination and proportionality – one can still „step out‟ with 

the Bomb.  

 

 In addition, we know that the relentless erosion of the financial, technological and political 

challenges associated with acquiring nuclear weapons will continue. We are becoming 

progressively more reliant on states not wanting nuclear weapons rather than being 

intimidated by the challenges of acquiring them. This outlook, which is really not in any 

doubt, simply underlines the fact that selective possession of these weapons constitutes the 

Achilles heel of the non-proliferation enterprise. 

 

As owners of the overwhelming bulk of the nuclear weapons in existence, the United States 

and Russia have a special responsibility and must display the determination needed to lead 

the way toward exploring the modalities of a world without nuclear weapons. Crucially, if 

they are to persuade other major powers in particular to contemplate substantive policy shifts, 

they must generate the perception that this is a serious quest, and one that their future 

political leaderships can be expected to persist with. While other countries cannot do this for 

the US and Russia, they can make it harder and less likely.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 

The Efficacy of Nuclear Weapons 

There have been a number of studies that have documented the occasions since 1945 in 

which nuclear weapons were brandished in some fashion to shape the course of a particular 
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crisis or dispute. The number of such occasions has been relatively modest and none of them 

involved a clear interactive chain of events that saw nuclear-states get close to committing to 

use these weapons, regardless of whether the opponent had nuclear weapons. Nuclear 

„threats‟ were certainly made, but either discreetly or well away from the cutting edge of the 

crisis.
i
  

These studies were essentially concerned with answering questions like: Who made nuclear 

threats? Who were the threats directed against? Did the propensity to make nuclear threats 

change over time, and why? What these studies did not try to do was to answer the question: 

Were nuclear threats effective? Did they work? In fact, there appears to be essentially no 

accessible scholarship that offers an analytical assessment of the role that nuclear weapons 

played in determining how international disputes since 1945 played out. If this is the case, it 

seems a reasonable guess to suggest that this must be because the necessary data does not 

exist or has remained securely out of reach (even with the comparative flood of information 

from Cold War archives that has emerged over the past two decades). The former explanation 

seems the more probable. 

The absence of proof has clearly not dissuaded states from characterising their nuclear 

capabilities as central, vital or indispensable to preserving their core security interests. To 

help explain this curious state of affairs we can look for more indirect evidence pointing to 

the efficacy of nuclear weapons.  

In April 1949, the US and most of the states of Western Europe established the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organisation, a collective defence pact under which each member resolved to 

regard an attack on any other member as an attack on itself. At the time, Western Europe was 

still in state of post-war exhaustion and disarray, and massive US demobilisation had 

essentially run its course.  The Soviet Union, in contrast, was believed to have essentially 

retained its wartime force posture giving it an overwhelming preponderance of conventional 

forces in Europe together with an ideological propensity to extend the frontiers of the 

Socialist world (exemplified in the Berlin Blockade of 1948-49). Despite these seemly 

fraught strategic circumstances, Washington found that Moscow did not press its advantage 

and allowed the US to sustain West Berlin through the famous airlift.  America‟s one 

conspicuous advantage at the time, a monopoly on nuclear weapons, inevitably got most of 

the credit. 
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Another example partially contradicts the assertion above that there is „essentially no 

accessible scholarship‟. A US Army study concluded that the Eisenhower Administration‟s 

preparedness to make inferential threats to use nuclear force in and beyond the Korean 

peninsula was „decisive‟ in persuading the DPRK and China to terminate the Korean War via 

the 1953 Armistice agreement. I have not seen this study, only a reference to it in another 

document. 

Another example might be provided by the Taiwan crisis of 1954-55. The proximate cause of 

the crisis was the agreement between the US and the ROC to conclude a security agreement, 

a development that angered Beijing as it would obviously significantly enhance Taiwan‟s 

status as a sovereign political entity. The PRC leadership also presumably wished to test how 

serious the US was about resisting any Chinese attempt to invade Taiwan (Chairman Mao 

had told North Korea‟s Kim Il Sung in April/May 1950 that he was prepared to defer his 

plans regarding Taiwan until the expected unification of the Korean peninsula under DPRK 

leadership had been accomplished). When the PLA engaged ROC forces on Matsuo and 

Quemoy, both just kilometres from the mainland, the Pentagon quickly concluded that the 

defence of these islands was infeasible unless the PLA could be driven out of areas of 

mainland China that were within weapons-range of the islands and this objective, in turn, 

could be accomplished only through the use of „battlefield‟ nuclear weapons. The 

Eisenhower administration allowed some of this internal debate on nuclear options (or 

imperatives) to leak into the public domain as it also steadily escalated its role in ensuring the 

re-supply of the Taiwanese garrisons on the islands. China terminated its operations against 

the islands (although there was to be a shorter replay in 1958) but there is reliable evidence 

that Chairman Mao was deeply disappointed in the reluctance of the Soviet Union, China‟s 

nuclear ally, to signal clearly that  its nuclear deterrent extended over China and directly 

negate the inferred threat from Washington. It is widely thought that Mao emerged from this 

experience determined that China would have its own nuclear weapons (the public record 

seems to suggest that China‟s leadership decided to acquire nuclear weapons in January 

1955).    

An even weightier example may lie in Moscow‟s revision of orthodox Marxist-Leninism in 

the mid-1950s. The post-Stalin leadership team in the Kremlin, headed by Nikita 

Khrushchev, stepped away from Lenin‟s contention that an eventual, decisive conflict with 

capitalism was inescapable and that it was the duty of all Socialist states to prepare for this 

conflict and ensure the defeat of the capitalist side. The USSR simply contended that Lenin 
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could not have foreseen the advent of nuclear weapons, a development that it had decided 

made it folly to prepare for an inevitable war. Moscow now preferred to speak of „peaceful 

co-existence‟. Later, at the Twentieth Party Congress in February 1956, Khrushchev‟s 

astonishing „secret speech‟ demolished Stalin‟s status as an icon of Socialism. Moscow 

endured strident criticism of these and other doctrinal revisions, not least from Beijing, 

including intimations that it was intimidated by the United States and unworthy to remain the 

standard-bearer of the Socialist camp, as relations between China and the USSR deteriorated 

ahead of the split in 1959-60.
ii
   Moscow, as we know, did not change its view, an essential 

pre-condition for agreements to better manage the nuclear arms race (starting with the Partial 

Test ban Treaty in 1963) and for the wider posture of détente with the US.  

A final example comes from the Cuban missile crisis in October 1962, still regarded as the 

single most dangerous confrontation in the nuclear era.
iii

 Informal high-level commentary 

from the Soviet side after the crisis acknowledged that the sheer scale of US military 

superiority, both in local conventional forces and overall nuclear capacities, was decisive in 

inclining Moscow - once it had accepted that its geopolitical gamble had been exposed an 

agonising few weeks too soon - to seek the best possible exit from the crisis. These Soviet 

sources went on to say that the USSR would never again allow itself to get into such a 

position viz-a-viz the US (and the ensuing Soviet nuclear build-up did indeed persist into the 

1980s).  The point to stress here, perhaps, is that by 1960-61 the US had so emphatically re-

asserted its nuclear superiority after the shock of Sputnik in 1957 (and its corollary that the 

US homeland was now vulnerable to Soviet ICBMs), that even a risk-averse leadership in 

Moscow felt that arresting Washington‟s re-acquisition of freedom of geopolitical manoeuvre 

relative to the USSR was sufficiently urgent to make high-risk short-cuts like MRBMs in 

Cuba look attractive.  

A Political Strategy for Nuclear Disarmament 

What should we conclude from these observations? An obvious, and consequential, 

conclusion, it seems to me, is that at the heart of the nuclear issue – the attitudes toward 

nuclear weapons among the P5 - the perceived efficacy of nuclear weapons is not based so 

much on proof that these weapons tipped the scales at a number of critical moments that 

threatened to result in profoundly adverse geopolitical change. The perception, I believe, goes 

deeper than that and more resembles an instinct that nuclear weapons have suppressed an 
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untold number of aspirations for geopolitical change that would have occasioned deep crisis 

and a high risk of war. 

Such instincts, or beliefs, precisely because they are not strongly based on documented 

experience, constitute a critically important barrier to nuclear disarmament being genuinely 

embraced as a vital political objective, even though a hugely difficult one. 

Beyond the handful of major powers, and even among them, it is customary to highlight the 

diversity of primary motivations behind the acquisition, or aspiration to acquire, nuclear 

weapons: prestige and/or protecting their former status (France and the UK?), perceptions of 

an existential threat (Israel?), or negating stark asymmetries in population, territory and 

wealth relative to an adversary that are deemed unacceptable in terms of security and freedom 

of political manoeuvre (Pakistan and the DPRK?). 

To an important extent, these are all variations on the same theme. After their invention by 

the US, nine states have determined that nuclear weapons were indispensable to their visions 

of security and political autonomy. One of these states, South Africa, changed its mind and 

successfully re-branded itself as a non-nuclear weapon state.  Three states inherited nuclear 

arsenals inadvertently in 1991 from the former Soviet Union but surrendered them 

expeditiously (Belarus, Kazakhstan and Ukraine). Currently (2013), a total of nine states are 

considered to have nuclear weapons. Another state, Iran, is considered a potentially imminent 

addition to the nuclear club. There is also a cluster of states (some 30 in number) allied to the 

US that acknowledge, to a greater or lesser degree, that the US nuclear deterrent extends over 

them and therefore plays some role in their security calculus.
iv

 China was, for a time, also a 

consumer of extended nuclear deterrence (from the USSR), as was the DPRK (from both 

China and the USSR/Russia). Finally, a number of states are considered to have looked at the 

nuclear option with serious intent but abandoned the enterprise before it reached fruition.
v
  

Nuclear weapons are clearly imbedded in the fabric of security mindsets in deep and complex 

and interdependent ways. It is neither the counsel of despair nor a profound insight to point 

out that learning to conduct our affairs without fantastically potent weapons that exist and 

cannot be uninvented will involve far-reaching change, only some of which is foreseeable at 

the present time. 

The US and Russia own 95% of the nuclear weapons in existence but it does not follow that a 

comparably dominant part of the solution also rests in their hands. The manner in which 
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nuclear capabilities are embedded in security mindsets around the world is the product of 

history since 1945. That history has not been written exclusively in Washington and Moscow. 

A number of countries, including some in the Asia Pacific region, at any given time pursuing 

what they perceived to be their national interests, played important roles in shaping the 

nuclear tangles that we now seek to unravel. To make this perfectly clear, no region, least of 

all greater Asia, can regard its nuclear tangles as created entirely by agencies external to the 

region and insist that these external agencies accept responsibility for resolving them. A 

nuclear disarmament campaign that relies essentially on the US and Russia continuing to 

dismantle their nuclear weapons for an indefinite period will not generate the intellectual and 

political momentum needed to engineer the deep changes in security thinking that truly 

marginalising nuclear weapons and bringing nuclear disarmament into the realm of the 

imaginable will require. 

 

The US and Russia certainly have special responsibilities and the agenda that Professor 

Evans (together with the 2009 International Commission on Nuclear Non-Proliferation and 

Disarmament) has done so much to refine and advocate is an indispensable part of the 

process. In my view, however, all the states directly concerned need to become involved in 

substantive and accountable ways as soon as possible, not just „perhaps‟ and then only as and 

when the US and Russia cease to be nuclear superpowers. What should be and, I believe, 

must be (or become) distinctive about this wider consultative process is that states participate 

in the knowledge that they will be engaged in doing as much as they reasonably can to 

alleviate the political and strategic dilemmas that other participants encounter as they 

contemplate increasingly decisive diminution of their nuclear capabilities.  

I acknowledge that this is a difficult and politically risky recommendation. If it fails, or if 

success is significantly incomplete, it could rob the nuclear disarmament enterprise of the 

limited momentum it currently has. I also believe, however, that whatever momentum the 

quest for nuclear disarmament may acquire will be only too readily dissipated by the absence 

of a shared determination (a) to convince the international community that the elimination of 

nuclear weapons is a genuine objective, (b) to ensure that this objective is not put at risk by 

the emergence of new states with nuclear weapons and (c) to bring serious political will to 

bear to address other foreseeable challenges like ballistic missile defences and new 

mechanisms or processes to sustain stability among former (but inescapably latent) nuclear 

weapon states.  
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The current political strategy for nuclear disarmament, although it has seen global arsenals 

fall from some 70,000 to less than 20,000 warheads, is narrow and exposed. Legislators in 

Washington and Moscow are growing grow increasingly hesitant to endorse proposals to cut 

their arsenals to 1000 warheads and then several hundred because, when they look behind 

them, there is no bandwagon of states sending credible signals that they are determined and 

ready to play their full part in sustaining that downward trajectory. The current political 

strategy for nuclear disarmament tends to keep us locked into the stage of exploring how few 

nuclear weapons are needed to perform some core residual function(s) and defers building the 

shared conviction that it is wiser to eliminate them.   

Let me conclude by identifying some of the issues that I regard as both central to substantive 

progress toward nuclear disarmament and which require demonstrable like-mindedness on 

the part of all states directly concerned.  I have been of this view for a number of years but it 

must be acknowledged that, particularly in 2012-13, Russia has been edging toward an 

official position that it can no longer pursue cuts in its nuclear arsenal through bilateral 

agreements with the US. The other nuclear powers and especially, I suspect, China from 

Moscow‟s standpoint, had to be brought into the negotiations. Beyond ballistic missile 

defences, an issue of apparently growing concern to Russia is that a number of its neighbours 

–for example, Iran, Pakistan, India and China – are energetically developing land-based 

ballistic and cruise missile capabilities in the 500-5500 kilometre range category that is off-

limits to Russia (and the US) because of the 1987 INF treaty.  

It should be noted that the thesis developed by the „four horsemen‟ and embraced by 

President Obama, rested on US national interests and not to any significant extent on the 

dubious legality of nuclear weapons or the moral dilemmas they posed. It is well documented 

that, as the post-Cold War era unfolded, the spectrum of challenges and threats perceived by 

the US security community shifted to marginalise those contingencies for which nuclear 

weapons seemed to be an indispensable part of the answer. As time passed without 

compelling signs that these nuclear contingencies would regain their prominence, the „four 

horsemen‟ elected in 2008 to capture this transformation and contend that, if the other nuclear 

powers could be persuaded to come along, the abolition of nuclear weapons would be of net 

benefit to the interests of the United States.
vi

 This was because they saw nuclear abolition as 

central to the management of the most compelling security challenges now confronting the 

US, namely, the emergence of new nuclear weapon states and the acquisition of nuclear 

capabilities by non-state actors. 
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The Obama administration‟s position on nuclear abolition is similarly grounded in US 

security interests. This is a positive in that it is likely to be seen by others as potentially more 

durable than a „moral crusade‟ against these weapons. But it is also a double-edged sword. 

Those states with a significant strand of „strategic competition‟ to their relations with the US 

may wonder about the basis of US confidence in protecting its weight and standing in a post-

nuclear world (and one can be certain that the US security community will look at other 

major powers through a similar lens). This is one core theme to be addressed in a forum or a 

process dedicated to strengthening a shared commitment to explore nuclear abolition. 

A second core theme concerns the salience of nuclear weapons. If one reflects on the events 

of any given year in the Post-Cold War era one is struck by the fact that even the core nuclear 

weapon states rather frequently adopt policy settings on particular foreign and security policy 

issues that indirectly, and often directly, stimulate appetites to acquire or retain nuclear 

forces. In the policy development process, it would seem, the objectives of nuclear 

diminution and of non-proliferation are often marginalised by the considerations that fuel  

traditional geopolitical manoeuvring.  One can think here of (a) the inability over prolonged 

periods of time to forge a reliable consensus to confront behaviour blatantly defiant of the 

norm of nuclear non-proliferation or (b) of the circumstances associated with political circles 

and public opinion in Japan and South Korea adopting positions more accommodating of a 

national nuclear weapon capability and, as noted, persuading the United States to establish 

high-level alliance forums to assess the effectiveness of „deterrence‟ within their respective 

alliances .  One objective of these wider consultations would be minimising such 

reverberations through building the commitment to make nuclear non-proliferation and 

disarmament habitual and prominent considerations in the policy formulation process.  

The question of stocks of fissile material might be a third issue. States that have been 

engaged in the production of fissile material for decades, and typically in significant secrecy, 

are going to have a difficult time reassuring others about the integrity of any declaration on 

stockpiles. This will become a decisively important question and the modalities of building 

confidence and trust needs to become a topic of conversation as soon as possible. 

A fourth theme would be, as far as possible, to anticipate the pressures that could arise to 

press new conventional military capabilities into the spaces supposedly vacated by nuclear 

weapons and to consider how such pressures could be dampened.
vii
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Finally, although others may wish to add other themes, the collective strategic displacement 

of this core group of states will obviously be formidable. Provided the group can establish 

political credibility on nuclear disarmament through what transpires within it, it would have 

the capacity to transform the otherwise bleak outlook on further nuclear proliferation. In 

addition, it would have the capacities to consider the sort of „heavy geopolitical engineering‟ 

that may be required to help unravel the nuclear tangles that have emerged in the Middle 

East, South Asia and North East Asia.   
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